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ENGAGING MASTER’S STUDENTS: THE FORGOTTEN POPULATION 
Abstract 
This study evaluated the way in which master’s degree students report engagement at 
three institutions within the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities System (MnSCU. 
Utilizing a quantitative online survey, participants’ perspectives were compared based on age, 
relationship status, and family status to determine factors which influence their engagement. 
Overall, the population reported engagement as related to both academic and social factors; 
however, their views of the statistically significant factors differed.  
Key factors included family, academic, and work demands. Single participants, 20-24 
year olds, and single participants who either had no children or were expecting were more likely 
to report statistically significant factors as having a positive influence on their engagement, 
whether academically or socially. Conversely, those who identified as engaged or married, 31-61 
year olds, or those who have children reported more challenges in their engagement. The study 
successfully provided framework as to the views and needs of master’s students, including 
examples of sub-populations who would benefit from increased support, it also demonstrated the 
need for additional research on master’s students, both overall and within sub-populations.  
  
Keywords: Graduate Student, Engagement, Master’s Student, Graduate Degree 
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Chapter I 
Introduction 
Since the 1960s, organizations, including the Council of Student Personnel Associations 
(COSPA) and the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), have challenged universities 
to care for the development of students (Evans, 2010). Despite 50 years of work relating to 
student development, one demographic continues to be overlooked, the master’s student 
population (Gardner & Barker, 2015).  
In 2010, Nord wrote an article about the struggles the Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities (MnSCU) system faced following a $10.4 million budget cut. He interviewed 
university administrators who explained, “The cuts will come in the form of reduced student 
services, layoffs, early retirements and program closures or reductions, among other measures”. 
Unlike other student services which may receive funding from student fees, MnSCU institutions 
are fully reliant upon state allocations to fund their Graduate Studies offices. In addition to 
receiving less funding from the state level, MnSCU institutions are facing decreased budgets due 
to declining enrollment, with overall enrollment decreasing by about 3.6% (Friedrich, 2015).  
Although overall university enrollment has decreased within Minnesota, nationally, the 
number of degrees awarded has grown. Master’s degrees awarded have risen by 55%, compared 
to 39% of baccalaureate degrees, in the last ten years (Kena, Aud, Johnson, Wang, Zhang, 
Rathbun, 2014). As universities plan for the future, and the increasing number of graduate 
students, they must be prepared for the changing population, while being strategic and 
intentional with limited funding.   
The Council of Graduate Schools: Educational Testing Service (2010) found four main 
challenges to the graduate educational system, “demographic shifts, international migration, the 
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rise of ‘nontraditional students’, and an increase in the number of individuals returning to 
graduate school out of the workforce” (p.2). Unlike in the past, when individuals pursued 
graduate education as a way to prepare for their initial career, now individuals are looking to 
graduate education to improve their employability, whether because of a lay-off or to increase the 
likelihood of career advancement.  
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2013) has projected an 18% increase in jobs that 
require master’s degrees between 2008 and 2018, the highest increase of any education level. 
The significance of master’s degrees is further evidenced by the increasing expectations by 
employers for applicants to have a master’s degree, and in the knowledge that 75% of graduate 
students are in master’s degree programs, with the remaining 25% in doctoral or certificate-
seeking programs (Council of Graduate Schools & Educational Testing Service, 2010).  
With data indicating an increased demand for master’s degree students in the job market, 
an increase of students enrolling in master’s degree programs, and the changing demographics in 
graduate programs, institutions have a responsibility to be strategically proactive in interacting 
with and retaining this population. As research has shown, a successful way to retain a 
population is through engagement.  
Scope of the Research  
Astin (1999) and Tinto (1987) found that increased student engagement led to increased 
success and motivation. Chickering and Gamson (1987) created Seven Principles for Good 
Practice in Undergraduate Education, strategies for engagement. While their model is geared 
towards undergraduate students, it serves as a strong foundation for studying potential 
engagement opportunities for graduate students.  
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Gardner (2009) specifically studied graduate students. Through her qualitative study of 
177 doctoral students throughout the United States, she created the Graduate Student 
Development Theory, also known as the Phases of Doctoral Student Development, which 
distributes the graduate student experience among three phases: Entry, Integration, and 
Candidacy. Her research serves as a strong basis for understanding graduate students; however, 
similar to other student development research, it continues to neglect the potentially unique 
perspectives of master’s degree students. Thus, it further strengthens a need for research of this 
population, but it provides a model to compare results.  
Although graduate students exist on campuses throughout the United States and world, 
this study focused on those within the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system 
(MnSCU). MnSCU is the “largest single provider of higher education in the state of Minnesota 
and the fifth largest system of colleges and universities in the United States”. The system boasts 
31 total institutions, 24 of which are technical and community colleges. The Chancellor, Board 
of Trustees, and Presidents work together to promote the system’s mission of, “offer(ing) higher 
education that meets the personal and career goals of a wide range of individual learners, 
enhances the quality of life for all Minnesotans and sustains vibrant economies throughout the 
state” (MnSCU, 2015). While their mission aims to address a range of individual learners, no 
research exists as to the unique needs of the masters’ degree students within this population. 
Purpose of the Study  
As budgets decrease for institutions throughout the country, it becomes increasingly 
important to ensure resources and services are adequately, and appropriately, serving their 
respective populations. “Student engagement information provides coincident measures of 
student learning activities that can be used to evaluate and manage the quality, nature, levels and 
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targeting of resource provision” (Coates, 2007, p. 122). As indicated earlier, the master’s student 
population is an ideal population to focus on as their enrollment numbers are increasing at the 
quickest rate, as is the rate of projected jobs for the population. However, the research 
surrounding this population is not increasing at an equitable rate. 
Researchers have found that various student populations define engagement differently. 
For example, Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus (2011) found that commuter students define 
engagement as academic based, whereas Lester, Leonard, and Mathias (2013) found that transfer 
students defined engagement in terms of social involvement. Gardner (2009) found doctoral 
students to define engagement in different ways depending on their position in the program. 
However, no researcher has provided information on the master’s student population. 
This research study will allow institutions to better understand the perspectives regarding 
engagement of master’s degree students through studying those in MnSCU universities. Through 
understanding how this population defines engagement, institutions can better allocate their 
limited funding in the most effective ways to best engage master’s student populations, 
increasing retention, student success, and prestige for the institution.  
Research Questions 
The research questions for this study are as follows:  
Research Question 1: How do master’s students at comprehensive universities report 
engagement? 
Research Question 2: How does the reporting of engagement differ due to an individual’s 
relationship status? 
Research Question 3: How does an individual’s age influence how they report 
engagement? 
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Research Question 4: How does an individual’s family status influence how they report 
engagement? 
Definition of Terms 
The following definitions are included to assist the reader in understanding the terms 
used throughout the thesis.  
Academic Engagement: “Academic engagement represents the time and effort students 
put into their studies and activities related to schooling” (An, 2015, p.104). 
Engagement: “Student engagement represents the time and effort students devote to 
activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to 
induce students to participate in these activities” (Kuh, 2009, p.683). 
Graduate Student: “…those students seeking post-baccalaureate degrees, including 
academic master’s degrees and research doctoral degrees” (Gardner & Barker, 2015, p.339). For 
the purpose of this paper, Graduate Student will only be used to describe academic master’s 
degree students.  
Intersectionality: “At a macro-level of analysis, the concept of intersectionality refers to 
the multiplicity and interactivity of social identity structures such as race, class, and gender. At a 
micro-level of analysis, the implication of intersectionality is that every person in society is 
positioned at the intersection of multiple social identity structures and is thus subject to multiple 
social advantages and disadvantages (Gopaldas, 2013, p.91)” 
Social Engagement: Social engagement is defined as “Interacting with others broadly 
both inside and outside of the university” (Lester, Leonard, & Mathias, 2013).  
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Summary  
As budgets within the MnSCU system decrease, it becomes increasingly important for 
institutions to ensure their offered services and programming are effective and relevant to the 
community they serve. Research on undergraduate populations has stressed the importance of 
engagement for student success; however, for Graduate Studies offices, there is little research 
available specifically about the master’s student population and engagement. This study aims to 
provide the missing master’s student perspective, specifically in the Minnesota State Colleges 
and Universities System, by building on prior research of other student populations. The next 
chapter, Chapter II, reviews relevant literature regarding the conceptual framework of 
engagement, student involvement theories, graduate student research, and factors of student 
engagement.  
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Chapter II 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The goal of this research is to understand master’s student perceptions of engagement, as 
well as the factors which influence their perceptions. This chapter is thus divided into six parts. 
First, it provides background information about the conceptual framework of student 
engagement. Next, research is provided about factors which influence academic and social 
engagement. Third, the chapter reviews literature relating to student involvement theories. 
Fourth, the chapter will discuss research specific to graduate student populations, whether 
doctoral, master’s, or certificate- seeking students. Fifth, literature specific to the factors studied: 
age, relationship status, and family status, will be addressed. Finally, the chapter summarizes the 
literature noted in this review.   
Conceptual Framework 
Astin (1999), Kuh (2009b), and Zepke and Leach (2005) explain the importance of 
engagement as a way for higher education institutions to improve student outcomes and display 
accountability as to the effectiveness of the programs they offer. However, the concept of student 
engagement varies across higher education. According to Kuh (2009b), “Student engagement 
represents the time and effort students devote to activities that are empirically linked to desire 
outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce students to participate in these activities” 
(p. 683). Bowen (2005) recognized the differences in definitions of engagement, and categorized 
common definitions into four categories: engagement with the learning process, engagement 
with the object of study, engagement with contexts, and engagement with the human condition.  
The first views engagement within the learning process, also known as active learning. 
This view is traditional within liberal education, as it focuses on a concept of transformative 
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learning in which students grow through learning, whether inside or outside the classroom. The 
second category considers engagement with the object of study, also called experiential learning. 
Students are asked to study an object or concept, in turn building their knowledge, such as in the 
form of a laboratory experiment. The concept can also exist outside the sciences; however, such 
as through assignments requiring a rigorous analysis of the subject matter. However, it is largely 
focused on academia as the basis of engagement. Third, engagement with the contexts relates to 
understanding how a subject matter may be influenced by the context it exists within, a definition 
similar to multidisciplinary learning. Finally, engagement with the human condition builds upon 
the idea that knowledge is socially constructed, meaning that to understand the piece of 
knowledge, one must understand the sociocultural context in which it exists. Today, this aligns 
with concepts of service learning (Bowen, 2005).   
Kuh’s (2009) definition recognizes the difference in definitions which exist due to the 
desired outcome of the institution. Similarly, researchers, such as Tinto, have found 
specifications within the overall definition of engagement which provide a deeper understanding 
of the term.  
Categories of Student Engagement 
 Tinto (1993) delineated engagement into two distinct categories: academic and social 
engagement. Student populations have been found to report engagement differently, with some 
viewing engagement as related to academic factors while others viewed it as more highly 
connected to social factors. Academic engagement addresses academic considerations, such as 
courses, faculty, and study groups. Social engagement, on the other hand, relates to the social 
considerations of the university, such as student organizations, campus events, and athletics. 
Both academic and social engagement have been shown to influence degree attainment, 
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academic engagement through achievement in the classroom and social engagement through the 
development of belonging (Tinto, 1975; Toohey, 1999). While prior research has often viewed 
these two types of engagement as independent of one another, one may influence the other 
(Flynn, 2014).  
 Coates (2007) created a model which categorizes students, both those in physical courses 
and those in online courses, based on their engagement traits. Students with high scores in 
academic and social engagement are “Intense” while those with low engagement in both are 
“Passive”. Individuals who report a high score in academic engagement, but low in social 
engagement are “Independent”, and finally, those with low academic engagement and high social 
engagement are “Collaborative”. However, he explains that these are transient states, due to the 
nature of a single survey, so they cannot be viewed as “sustained over time or across contexts” 
(Coates, 2007, p.132).  
Zepke (2014) agreed with Coates as to the significance in recognizing context. In 
studying engagement, he aimed to remind researcher of intersectionality, and “the impact of 
ethnicity, age, gender, socio-economic status, lifestyle and beliefs on engagement” (p.704). 
Zepke (2014) cautioned researchers on viewing engagement through one lens or the use of 
generic research tools. Through the integration of a diverse understanding of engagement, he 
believed researchers could gain a deep understanding, rather than find a quick, superficial 
solution.  
While researchers have found a common agreement as to delineation of two forms of 
engagement, academic and social, this research has not been utilized to study master’s students. 
Similarly, theories relating to student involvement have also focused on other populations, 
primarily undergraduate students. However, like definitions of engagement, the information 
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found through studying student involvement theories based on undergraduate students can serve 
as a basis in the research of master’s students. 
Student Involvement Theories 
Although there is limited research regarding graduate students, research is available for 
the undergraduate student population. Astin’s Theory of Involvement, Case’s Theory of 
Alienation and Engagement, Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure, and Chickering and Gamson’s 
Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education serve as tools to understand the 
importance of student engagement and its impact on student outcomes (Astin, 1999; Case, 2009; 
Kazmi, 2010; Tinto, 1987; Checkering & Gamson, 1987).   
Astin (1999) found the more involved students are, the more likely they are to succeed at 
the university. However, he also notes this is only up to a certain point. In some cases, an 
individual who is too involved in one activity may see lower success in other areas. Tinto’s 
(1987) theory also focuses on the influence of various experiences on a student’s experience, 
specifically their motivation to remain in the university. Both Tinto and Astin’s theories state that 
it is the student’s responsibility to adapt to the institution (Astin, 1999; Tinto, 1987).  Like Astin 
and Tinto, Case (2008) focused on the significance of assimilation. She explained that it is 
important for researchers to realize alienation plays a large factor. An individual who does not 
feel integrated into the community is less likely to remain within it, meaning they are less likely 
to graduate. Kazmi (2010) agreed with this idea, adapting the terms Case used to access, 
integration and adaptation, and persistence. She tied together Astin, Tinto, and Case’s views that 
an individual who is uninvolved or disengaged is likely to feel similar to someone who is 
alienated.  
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Astin (199), Chickering and Gamson (1987), Cohen and Greenberg (2011), and Kuh 
(2009) found faculty interaction to be one of, if not, the most significant factors for a student’s 
success. Positive interaction, such as faculty enthusiasm or concern for students is shown to 
make the student feel as though the university cares about them individually, reaffirming their 
choice to attend. Another important component of faculty involvement is the significance of their 
recommendations. Courses or activities recommended by a professor were more likely to be 
pursued or perceived positively by the students than a course or activity a professor speaks 
negatively of (Kuh, 2009).  
Chickering and Gamson (1987), along with Kezar and Kinzie (2006), thought it 
important to look at the mission of the institution as well. Chickering and Gamson (1987) 
specifically believed their seven principles should be integrated into the mission: “Interaction 
with faculty; develop reciprocity and cooperation among students; use active learning 
techniques; give prompt feedback; emphasize time on task; communicate high expectations; and 
respect diverse talents and ways of learning” (p. 2). While Chickering and Gamson thought 
institutions should adopt a broad mission consisting of their seven principles, Kezar and Kinzie 
(2006) believed an individualized mission for a campus to influence student engagement more 
than a broad mission.  
Lester, Leonard, and Mathias (2013) also studied engagement, specifically regarding the 
transfer student population. Like graduate students, many transfer students are older, have family 
responsibilities, and are more likely to work full-time positions in addition to their academics. 
Thus, they found transfer students to report engagement related to academia, choosing to focus 
on social engagement within their family environment rather than their university. This view of 
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engagement contradicts research of traditional undergraduates who report engagement as 
correlating to social involvement (Lester et al., 2013).  
Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus (2011) found commuter students to echo many graduate 
student and transfer student traits, such as an older age, family responsibilities, and employment. 
Their research found commuter students to be less engaged in the university’s culture due to low 
attendance at university events. In turn, they were less likely to have substantial thoughts as to 
the quality of the institution or to identify with the institution. Yearwood and Jones (2012) found 
Black commuter students to benefit from joining a fraternity or sorority, interaction with their 
faculty, and involvement in organizations (p.118-120). Unlike the transfer student population, the 
commuter student engagement directly related to their involvement in social activities.  
Graduate Student Research 
Pontius and Harper (2006), like Chickering and Gamson (1987), developed principles for 
good practice, but theirs were specific to the graduate population. They begin by explaining 
some of the misconceptions related to graduate students, such as low enrollment, undergraduate 
students having more needs, the concept that needs are already met for graduate students, and 
that graduate students have an innate understanding of institutions due to undergraduate 
experience. These misconceptions fail to note that although proportionally there are often fewer 
graduate students than undergraduate students, the graduate students still make up a large 
population on the campus. In addition, the population has unique needs which may not be 
addressed by the services offered for undergraduates. Finally, a student’s undergraduate career 
may be largely different from their graduate career, especially if they attended another university, 
requiring additional knowledge of this institutions services and structure (Pontius & Harper, 
2006). 
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Ultimately, Pontius and Harper (2006) developed seven principles. They believed an 
institution, specifically the student affairs division, should “continually work to eradicate 
marginalization of underrepresented population; provide orientation beyond academia; invest in 
tools to communicate with the graduate students; offer opportunities for cross-curricular 
interaction; create engagement plans with departments; offer professional development 
opportunities; and assess the efficacy of their offerings to ensure needs are met” (p.52-54).  
However, for the institution to create strong assessments regarding the graduate students, they 
must first learn why these students are pursuing higher education.  
Hegarty, Brasco, and Fang (2012) utilized the Academic Motivation Scale to determine if 
graduate students are intrinsically or extrinsically motivated to pursue higher education. Their 
research was inconclusive, as students did not report motivation in either form at a statistically 
significant level. Cohen and Greenberg (2011) found motivation to be related primarily to jobs 
and careers or to personal reasons. Generally, students wanted to advance in their career, raise 
their salary, gain knowledge, or serve as a family role model (p.107). 
Unlike the traditional undergraduate student, many graduate students commute, do not 
have a strong support group at the university, work full-time, and have family responsibilities 
(Cohen & Greenberg, 2011 citing Jeffreys, 1998; Polson, 2003; Hyun, Quinn, Madon, & Lustig, 
2006). Thus, graduate students can be compared to transfer students, who had to assimilate into a 
new university, and commuter students who live off-campus.  
Gardner and Barker (2015) focused on doctoral level students. They explained a number 
of concerns specific to the graduate population. These concerns included low retention. One 
reason they provided for this was funding. They explained that a large amount of financial 
support for education is allocated for undergraduate students. Often, the main source of financial 
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support are graduate assistantships which then require the student to balance work and 
academics. If an individual is working full-time, as Cohen and Greenberg (2011) noted, they are 
unable to take on a graduate assistantship role. In addition to stressors relating to finances, 
graduate students have been found to have higher mental health concerns, such as depression and 
anxiety, than undergraduates, while having less of a knowledge of resources available on campus 
to assist them (Fogg, 2009; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992). Students from underrepresented 
populations were even more likely to face high levels of stress (Pontius & Harper, 2006).  
Gardner and Barker’s (2015) research built upon Gardner’s earlier research from 2009. 
Gardner created a Model of Graduate Student Development which divided graduate student 
development into three phases. Phase I, Entry, occurs prior to class beginning. This is the time 
period when students are first visiting or applying to programs, choosing which institution to 
attend, and first becoming acclimated to the new expectations of graduate school. While in this 
phase, students are highly supported by peers, faculty, and staff. In Phase II, Integration, students 
are now trying to develop deeper relationships while focusing on academic pursuits, such as 
research. Finally in Phase III, Candidacy, students are completing independent research, pursuing 
professional employment, and have less support (Gardner, 2009). 
Gardner and Barker (2015) were careful to note that identity development occurs 
throughout all three phases. However, they explained that in general, these three phases can 
assist staff in programming for the population. They found that individuals in the early phases 
may be focused on connecting to other peers whereas those in the later phases may want 
programming focused on career development. In addition, they discussed recommendations for 
services of this population such as services easily accessible beyond normal work hours or 
online; advertising counseling or support such as in the form of support groups in the different 
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phases; peer mentoring programs; financial aid specific to graduate students; trainings for faculty 
as to how to work with the population; holistic assessment; and stronger integration of the 
population into the campus culture. While this research is highly detailed for the population, 
Gardner and Barker only interviewed doctoral students, and Gardner’s 2009 research also only 
involved doctoral students.  
Although Cohen and Greenberg (2011) studied master’s students, their aim was to better 
understand their attrition to, and persistence at, an institution. While these factors may translate 
to engagement, attrition and persistence are not necessarily synonymous with engagement. As 
discussed in the previous section, master’s students share similarities with commuter, transfer, 
and doctoral students such as age, relationship status, and an increased likelihood of children in 
their household. Thus, while there are a range of factors which differentiate students, such as 
race, international status, or major, these were the three factors studied in this research. 
Summary 
Student development theories have been present for a number of years. Various 
researchers have found that engagement leads to success and have determined strategies for 
engagement. Specific research has been conducted on undergraduate populations, transfer 
students, and commuter students. Much of this information can be used to phrase an 
understanding of graduate students. While some research has been found relating to graduate 
students, little has related specifically to master’s degree students. Doctoral students, certificate-
seeking students, and master degree students are put together in one category, ignoring the 
potential for unique needs and perspectives within the population.  
In moving forward with graduate student research, it is important to understand general 
definitions of engagement and to have an understanding of how engagement uniquely fits into a 
ENGAGING MASTER’S STUDENTS 22 
master student’s experiences. Through ensuring the definition of engagement resonates with the 
graduate students, institutions can better gear their services and programs to the needs of the 
population. The research of Gardner serves as a strong basis for understanding graduate students. 
However, the research has to be proven applicable to all graduate students, rather than solely 
doctoral students. This study aims to specifically target master’s student engagement. Chapter III 
depicts the research design of the study including participants and the study’s structure. 
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Chapter III 
METHODOLOGY 
This chapter explains the design of this quantitative study including participant 
information, the survey instrument, research design, analysis tests, assumptions of the study, 
delimitations, human subject approval, procedures, and time. There is a lack of research 
regarding master’s students and engagement. Current engagement research relates to 
undergraduate or doctoral students. The research relating to overall graduate populations were 
either inconclusive or did not address engagement. They also viewed master’s degree, certificate, 
and doctoral degrees in the same manner, not studying if uniqueness existed within these 
populations. This study aims to fill in missing information gap by providing a general 
understanding of what factors influence engagement for master’s students and how traits such as 
institution, relationship status, age, and family status influence reporting.  
Participants  
The participants of this study were graduate students pursuing a master’s degree at a 
comprehensive university within the MnSCU system. There were many subsets inherent in this 
population including, but not limited to, race, age, gender, sexuality, veteran status, and marital 
status. The study did not focus on one subset as it would limit the potential pool and diversity of 
responses. However, this is a recognized limitation as intersectionality may have an impact on 
their answers. 
Although MnSCU consists of 31 institutions, only seven offer master’s degrees: Bemidji 
State University, Metropolitan State University, Minnesota State University Moorhead, 
Minnesota State University Mankato, Southwest Minnesota State University, St. Cloud State 
University, and Winona State University. Table 17 is provided in Appendix A to depict the 
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master’s degree awards offered at each institution. While each institution offers additional 
master’s programs, the programs are classified within the noted degree award categories. Due to 
challenges, which are explained in the limitations section, participation was limited to three 
institutions within the system, with a total master’s student population of 3756 students. The 
survey was sent to 100% of the Master’s Student population within each of these institutions.  
Instrument(s) for Data Collection  
The research was conducted using a survey. Through the use of operationalized questions 
and responses, the survey could be completed in a more timely and accurate manner. As it was 
standardized, the survey was more likely to be reliable, valid, and objective (Flick, 2011). In 
addition, through standardization and the use of an electronic survey, the questionnaire could be 
distributed to a larger population, allowing for greater participation (Flick, 2011, p. 111). 
Research has also found that online surveys have a higher response rate with “more detailed 
responses to open questions than a traditional survey” (Flick, p. 170). There are a few points 
throughout the survey where participants were able to provide additional information through 
text entry.  
The questions on the survey were based on a number of sources including Kuh’s (2009a) 
National Survey of Student Engagement, themes from Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus’ (2011) 
study of commuter students, Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) Seven Principles for Good 
Practice in Undergraduate Education, and Gardner’s (2009) Phases of Doctoral Student 
Development. To aid in creating accurate, specific questions, Randy Kolb, the Director of the 
Statistical Consulting and Research Center at St. Cloud State University, was consulted. The 
survey can be found in Appendix B. The survey took approximately 20 minutes to complete and 
was facilitated through SurveyMonkey. 
ENGAGING MASTER’S STUDENTS 25 
Research Design  
This exploratory study was designed to provide researchers basic information about the 
engagement of master’s students, as well as recommendations for future studies. To aid in 
creating a representative sample of the MnSCU population, participation was inclusive of all 
master’s degree students at the three MnSCU universities, each with their own culture, 
community type, and specializations. 
The study aimed to answer the following questions:  
 How do master’s students at comprehensive universities report engagement?  
 How does the reporting of engagement differ due to an individual’s relationship 
status?  
 How does an individual’s age influence how they report engagement?  
 How does an individual’s family status influence how they report engagement?” 
Analysis Tests  
The chi-square test was used to analyze the relationship between two categorical, or 
nominal, variables. In the case of this study, the chi-square test was used in relationship to 
variables such as family status or institution. In addition, T-tests were used to compare 
participant responses relating to how the same factors influenced the participant’s academic or 
social engagement. For both tests, a P-value of 0.05 was utilized to determine significance. 
Assumptions of the Study  
The study operated with a few assumptions. First, it was assumed that individuals were 
honest in their answers as they were able to anonymously complete the questionnaire in a private 
location. Second, the researcher assumed that universities had accurate and updated records of 
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their graduate populations. Finally, it was assumed that students check their university email 
accounts, thus allowing for exposure to the survey request.  
Delimitations  
The survey included demographic questions to account for variables; however, the same 
demographic information was not accessible through the individual institutions or MnSCU, 
preventing the researcher from determining if the sample was representative of the respective 
master’s populations. In addition, as the study focused on comprehensive institutions, the results 
cannot be considered valid in describing graduate students at research institutions. The study also 
did not include doctoral students or students in certificate programs, but it did include students in 
programs which combine master’s and doctoral degrees.  
Human Subject Approval – Institutional Review Board (IRB)  
Throughout the research process, it was important participants’ rights were met, meaning 
the survey was careful to limit risks. As it was an anonymous survey, the following qualifications 
were met. The cover page of the survey included the purpose of the research, as well as the 
estimated time the survey would take to complete. It also included multiple contacts in the case 
of questions, including the principal researcher, the advisor, and an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) representative. The cover page also included information about how participants could 
request the results of the study. Finally, the page explained participation to be voluntary and 
anonymous, but that their virtual agreement was signified by selecting yes to the question, “As 
an adult, 18 years or older, I have read and understood the above consent form and desire of my 
own free will to participate in this study” (St. Cloud State University, 2015). All requirements of 
St. Cloud State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) were adhered to. The IRB 
approved the research on November 4th. The approval letter can be found in Appendix C. 
ENGAGING MASTER’S STUDENTS 27 
Summary  
 Through the use of a quantitative electronic survey, master’s degree students throughout 
the MnSCU system were asked to respond to questions addressing how social and academic 
factors influence their engagement. Care was taken to ensure all IRB policies were met and the 
safety of participants was upheld. In the next chapter, Chapter IV, the results of the study will be 
summarized and reported in detail.  
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Chapter IV 
Results 
This study aimed to examine how master’s students at MnSCU institutions report 
engagement. The study built upon research regarding undergraduate student populations, 
including commuter and transfer students, and doctoral students. This chapter addresses the 
survey’s dissemination and response, the participant population, results, and provides a summary 
of the data. 
Survey Dissemination and Response 
The survey was dispersed to the entire population of 3756 master’s students at three 
institutions within the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system. Participants were 
excluded if they did not agree to the consent form, indicated that they were not a master’s degree 
student, indicated student status at an institution outside of the three studied, or if they did not 
complete the study. After two follow-up emails and removing incomplete submissions, the total 
population sampled was 571, indicating a 15% response rate. While lower than hoped for, the 
response rate is within the guidelines provided by the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(2016), which explained that higher distributions often leads to lower response rates. 
Participant Population 
The overall population sampled, N, for the study was 571. However, within some 
analyses the number is decreased due to sub-populations or participants electing to not answer a 
question. As stated in the limitations section, while there was diversity within demographic 
responses, it cannot be determined if the participants serve as a representative population of their 
institution. Demographics specific to the research questions are presented in Table 1.  
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Table 1:  
Demographics of Participants 
Categorization  Frequency Percentage of 
Population 
Age (N571)   
20-24 165 29% 
25-30 204 36% 
31-40 128 22% 
41-61 74 13% 
Relationship Status (N571)   
Single 196 34% 
Committed 110 19% 
Engaged/Married 249 44% 
Divorced 15 3% 
Family Status (N571)   
No Children 343 60% 
Single Parent 20 4% 
Single and Expecting 7 1% 
Committed/Married with no Children 41 7% 
Committed/Married with Child(ren) 156 27% 
Committed/Married and Expecting 4 1% 
 
Statistical Analysis 
The research questions aimed to conclusively determine how master’s students, in 
general and within specific sub-populations, report engagement. Although the study was not 
equipped to determine whether social or academic factors were hierarchically more influential to 
an individual’s reporting, the study was able to determine factors that influenced the populations’ 
engagement.  
Research Question 1: How do master’s students at comprehensive universities report 
engagement? 
The initial research question assessed how master’s students report engagement through 
the use of Likert scales, a multiple choice question, and open-ended questions. Participants were 
asked to report how various academic and social factors influence their engagement. When asked 
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if they believe engagement to be connected at a greater level to academic or social factors, a 
majority of participants instead reported engagement to be equally connected to both. 
Specifically, 256 participants reported engagement as equally connected, 101 reported social as 
more significant, and 162 reported academic as more highly significant. This question did not 
take into consideration whether the factors had a negative or positive influence on their 
engagement.  Although participants reported engagement as connected to both academic and 
social factors, they reported feeling more highly engaged academically than socially. Table 2 
provides a breakdown of engagement perceptions.  
Table 2 
Perceptions of Engagement – All Participants 
Population 
Academically 
Engaged Socially Engaged 
Is Engagement More Highly 
Connected to Academic or 
Social Factors? 
 Yes No Yes No  
All 
Participants 
88.8% 11.2% 56.3% 43.7% Both 
 
Overall, participants reported feeling academically engaged at a higher percentage than 
socially engaged. However, the next step was to see if this data was consisted when compared to 
set factors. Participants were asked to score how twelve factors influence their academic and 
social engagement. Through T-Test analyses, their responses were compared to determine 
whether the factors more highly influenced participants’ academic or social engagement. 
Through use of a T-Test, the researcher was able to compare the two questions by the same 
participant, eliminating the potential of differences in intersectionality influencing the result. 
Means were utilized in this analysis as it allowed for the inclusion of negative responses. The 
data findings from this test can be found in Table 3.  
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Table 3 
Factors Impacting Engagement - General 
  Sig Mean N Std. 
Deviation 
Std. Error 
Mean 
Family Demands 
Academic 
0.609 
2.2212 
425 
1.04069 .05048 
Social 2.2000 1.04069 .05129 
Relationship with 
Faculty 
Academic 
0.000 
1.5024 
416 
.70795 .03471 
Social 1.6418 .71411 .03501 
Roommate 
Concerns (Non-
Family) 
Academic 
0.174 
1.9939 
164 
.89646 .07000 
Social 1.9146 .90264 .07048 
Academic Workload 
Academic 
0.000 
2.1707 
457 
.90162 .04218 
Social 2.4836 1.07414 .05025 
Uncertain of Career 
Goals 
Academic 
0.557 
2.3543 
223 
.99778 .06682 
Social 2.3229 .99266 .06647 
Personal 
Relationships 
Academic 
0.676 
1.8514 
424 
.80724 .03920 
Social 1.8349 .91280 .04433 
Size of Campus 
Academic 
0.025 
1.7139 
339 
.74430 .04042 
Social 1.7994 .82913 .04503 
Living Environment 
Academic 
0.001 
1.8123 
389 
.88414 .04483 
Social 1.9563 .96626 .04899 
Uncertain of 
Academic Goals 
Academic 
0.504 
2.2549 
204 
.98946 .06928 
Social 2.2206 .95483 .06685 
Homesickness 
Academic 
0.018 
2.4773 
132 
1.06628 .09280 
Social 2.3030 .98802 .08600 
Class Size 
Academic 
0.000 
1.5027 
374 
.68201 .03527 
Social 1.6364 .72220 .03734 
Work Demands 
Academic 
0.952 
2.5497 
433 
1.07495 .05166 
Social 2.5473 1.07505 .05166 
 
There are two options to compare the means regarding how the factors influence 
academic and social engagement: comparing an overall average of the two, or counting the 
number of times in which one category had a higher reported positive result than the other. When 
reporting means, a value of one represented positive, two was somewhat positive, three was 
somewhat negative, and four was negative, or represented a challenge for the participant. A value 
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of five was not applicable; however, those responses were not included in determining means. 
Thus, the lower the mean value, the more positive influence the factor is said to have. In 
comparing the average mean for how the factors influence students’ academic engagement, the 
value is 2.0337 compared to 2.0756 for social. For both academic and social, the mean value 
falls between the somewhat agree, somewhat disagree categories. However, the factors listed in 
the table are slightly more positively related to academic engagement than to social engagement 
by 0.0419.  
As noted in the table, half of the factors were statistically significant: relationship with 
faculty, academic workload, size of campus, living environment, homesickness, and class size. 
Family demands, roommate concerns, uncertain of career goals, personal relationships, uncertain 
of academic goals, and work demands were not statistically significant. It is an interesting note 
that family demands is not statistically significant in this test, as it was the one factor significant 
in all of the other statistical tests in this research. However, it is also important to note N is 
dramatically lower in many of the displayed factors, as individuals who selected “Not 
applicable” for the factor on either question 25 or 32 were eliminated as to not influence the 
mean. One-third of the included factors had an N of less than half the initial N of 571.  
If the other analysis option is utilized, within the same factor, participants reported seven 
of the ten factors to be more positive in relation to their social engagement. When looking at the 
significant factors, the analysis changes to an academic mean of positive (1.8632) and a social 
mean of positive (1.9701) as well. Although both forms of engagement are reported as positive, 
but erring close to somewhat positive, the academic engagement mean is slightly more positive 
by a value of 0.1069. However, when utilizing only the significant data in comparing the number 
of times the factors represented a more positive relationship between academic or social 
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engagement, five of the six factors indicated a more positive relationship with academic 
engagement. Thus, data showed that in this study, factors were more likely to positively 
influence academic engagement that social engagement.   
Means were also compared between academic and social engagement for correlation. A 
correlation of 0.909 was found, showing there to be a strong correlation between the factor and 
its influence on engagement, meaning a majority of factors influenced academic or social 
engagement at about the same level. Table 4 shows the means compared between the two types 
of engagement. Once again, a lower number indicates a more positive influence on engagement. 
Themes whose rankings were consistent between academic and social engagement were bolded.  
Table 4 
Engagement Means 
Academic 
Engagement 
N 
Mean Social Engagement 
N 
Mean 
Class size 477 1.5220 Class size 393 1.6387 
Relationships with 
faculty 
532 1.5583 
Relationships with 
faculty 
421 1.6390 
Size of campus 416 1.7380 Size of campus 369 1.8157 
My living environment 478 1.7824 
Personal 
relationships 
448 1.8393 
Personal relationships 486 1.8704 
Roommate concerns 
(non-family) 
192 1.9271 
Roommate concerns 
(non-family) 
182 2.0495 
My living 
environment 
404 1.9530 
Academic workload 526 2.1654 Family demands 438 2.1826 
Family demands 490 2.2429 
Uncertain of 
academic goals 
228 2.2281 
Uncertain of academic 
goals 
277 2.3213 
Uncertain of career 
goals 
239 2.3222 
Uncertain of career 
goals 
323 2.3932 Homesickness 157 2.3376 
Homesickness 164 2.5122 Academic Workload 470 2.4872 
Work demands 508 2.5591 Work demands 445 2.5551 
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 Respondents consistently reported similar influencing factors for both academic and 
social engagement. As shown in Table 4, all of the factors appeared within one or two spaces 
within their rankings on the academic and social engagement, other than academic workload. 
Academic workload had a mid-level ranking on academic engagement, whereas social 
engagement had a notably negative effect when compared to the other factors. Other factors with 
consistently negative, or challenging, effects, as compared to other factors, were family demands, 
uncertainty of academic or career goals, homesickness, and work demands. Homesickness and 
uncertainty of academic or career goals were applicable to less than 400 of the participants. Work 
demands, academic workload, and family demands were applicable to a larger number of 
participants and consistently reported as challenging engagement. Thus, they are important 
considerations for institutions and graduate offices. 
Students were provided opportunity to share additional information regarding needed 
institutional services and additional factors that influence their engagement. Engagement related 
themes can be found in Table 5. 
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Table 5 
Self – Reported Engagement Factors 
 Themes (From Most Repeated to Least) 
Factors that Positively Impact 
Engagement 
Strong Professor Involvement 
Applicability of Courses 
Strong Cohort Model/Relationship with 
Cohort 
Class Structure/Flexibility 
Personal Health, Diet, and Motivation 
Availability of Services/Flexibility 
Free Admission to Events 
Activities Relevant to Older Students 
Factors that Negatively Impact 
Engagement 
Finances 
Poor Professor Involvement 
Commute Time/ Distance from Campus 
Work or Life Demands 
Mental Health 
Ambiguity in Courses 
In terms of engagement themes, some responses were fairly consistent. For example, 
professors who were highly involved or engaged within their courses led to more positive of 
engagement. Conversely, if the professor was not involved or engaged, students reported 
negative perceptions of engagement. For factors that positively impact engagement, half of 
participants’ responses related to academic components of their experience. Some examples 
include, strong professor involvement, applicability of courses, strong cohort models, and class 
structure or flexibility. The strong cohort model was also expressed as influencing social 
engagement as some students cited their cohort as their friend group. Another trend was 
flexibility, both within courses and services offerings. Within courses this meant having classes 
available at different times of the day, through different mediums such as online or on campus, or 
flexibility of course choices or assignments. For services, it was often connected to hours of 
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operation as some students expressed an inability to utilize services during normal business 
hours when they are at work.  
 Distance learners or learners at a secondary campus expressed further challenges with 
services as they believed there to be less services available if not at the institution’s main 
campus. If they were taking courses online, they may never come to campus, so physical services 
were not accessible either. Students were also asked what services are either missing or could be 
approved upon at their campus. These themes are listed in Table 6. Students were able to list a 
fair number of academic services they would benefit from. However, a larger number of students 
expressed not being aware of what social services existed, especially if the student took courses 
at a location outside of the main campus.  
Table 6 
Recommendations for Service Offerings 
 Themes 
Academic Services 
Missing / Needing Improvement 
Tutoring Services Specific to Graduate Needs 
After Hours/Weekend Services 
Technology/Computer Labs 
International Student Specific Assistance 
Online Service Offerings 
Saturday/Sunday Bus Service 
Graduate Assistant/Job Placement Assistance 
Social Services  
Missing/Needing Improvement 
Inclusive Programming (Age, Ability, Culture) 
Graduate Student Organizations and Socials 
Parking Resources/Services 
More Services at Secondary Campuses 
Online Graduate Student Community 
Vegetarian, Vegan, and Halal Food Options 
Orientation Programs Relating to Logistics 
(Student ID, Printing, Etc.) 
 
 Overall, themes for academic and social services related to population-specific resources. 
For example, participants described tutoring as geared towards undergraduate students, meaning 
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there were few resources available for graduate populations. Similarly, they explained campus 
programming to also be geared towards undergraduate populations and thus, not applicable to 
their needs or interests. Online students requested services accessible through an online format as 
well as the creation of an online graduate student community. International graduate students, 
students who take weekend courses, students with dietary restrictions, and students at secondary 
campuses all had unique responses as well. All of which demonstrate a need for additional 
research on sub-populations within the greater master’s student population. The following 
research questions delve into the perspectives of three sub-populations: relationship status, age, 
and family status.  
Research Question 2: How does the reporting of engagement differ due to an individual’s 
relationship status? 
The second question aimed to determine a relationship between relationship status and 
engagement. Similarly to the overall student population, participants also reported engagement 
as being related to both academic and social factors. They also reported feeling academically 
engaged at a higher rate than socially engaged. Table 7 provides a breakdown based on the 
participants’ reported relationship status.  
Table 7 
Perceptions of Engagement – Relationship Status 
Population  
Academically 
Engaged Socially Engaged 
Academic 
or Social 
  Yes No Yes No  
Relationship 
Status 
Single 88.7% 11.3% 65.2% 34.8% Both 
Committed 93.3% 6.7% 60.0% 40.0% Both 
Engaged/Married 88.0% 12.0% 48.0% 52.0% Both 
Divorced 71.4% 28.6% 53.8% 46.2% Both 
 
 Single and committed participants reported feeling the most engaged, both academically 
and socially. Committed participants reported a high percentage of academic engagement, while 
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only 60% reported feeling engaged socially. The engaged or married population reported feeling 
engaged academically, but less than half of participants felt engaged socially. Divorced 
participants reported the lowest rate of academic engagement, and only just over half of the 
participants reported feeling socially engaged. All four groups reported viewing engagement as 
related to both academic and social factors, so the disparity of reporting perceptions of self-
engagement are not due to viewing one type of engagement as less important. This data shows 
that both academic and social engagement initiatives would benefit from additional support; 
however social engagement initiatives are needed at a higher rate, especially initiatives directed 
towards the engaged, married, and divorced populations.  
Although this table presents a strong view of needs for serving the population, these 
results were not fully consistent when asked how various factors influence participants’ academic 
or social engagement. Single and engaged/married participants reported as anticipated, but 
committed or divorced did not. Table 8 provides an overview of how statistically significant 
factors influenced academic engagement. Statistically significant factors were determined using 
a chi-square test, with an alpha of 0.05.  
Table 8 
Impact of Relationship Status on Factors Influencing Academic Engagement 
Population Factors 
 Family Demands Work Demands 
Relationship 
Status 
Single Positive Positive 
Committed No Relationship No Relationship 
Engaged/ 
Married 
Negative Negative 
Divorced No Relationship No Relationship 
 
 As depicted in the table, one significant factor was family demands, X2 (9, N = 490) = 
58.58, p = .000. Single individuals reported family demands as having a positive influence on 
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their academic engagement. In contrast, those who identified as engaged/married expressed a 
negative influence on their academic engagement. These results echo Table 7 in which single 
participants reported feeling academically engaged at a higher rate than those who identified as 
engaged or married. Conversely, those who identified as committed or divorced did not report a 
significant relationship between their relationship status and family demands influencing their 
academic engagement. Work demands displayed a similar relationship, X2 (9 N = 508) = 30.45, p 
= .000. As with family demands, single participants reported higher positive responses while 
those who identified as engaged/married reported higher negative responses. Committed and 
divorced participants again did not report a significant relationship.  
In regards to social engagement, three factors were found to have a statistically 
significant relationship: family demands, uncertainty of academic goals, and work demands. 
Table 9 displays the relationship among relationship status and the three factors.  
Table 9 
Impact of Relationship Status on Factors Influencing Social Engagement 
Population Factors 
 Family 
Demands 
Uncertain of 
Academic Goals 
Work Demands 
Relationship 
Status 
Single Positive No Relationship Positive 
Committed No Relationship Positive No Relationship 
Engaged/ 
Married 
Negative No Relationship Negative 
Divorced No Relationship No Relationship No Relationship 
 
 Family demands was one factor that showed a relationship, X2 (9, N = 438) = 33.56, p 
= .000. As with academic engagement, single participants reported family demands as having a 
positive impact on their social engagement. However, a difference existed with the uncertainty of 
academic goals factor, X2 (9, N = 228) = 18.45, p = .031. In this case, the only relationship status 
to show a relationship was committed participants. However, it is important to note that only 228 
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individuals participated in this question, meaning a large percentage deemed the question not 
applicable. Thus, while there was a relationship with one sub-population, it may not be valid in 
describing the population on a larger scale. Finally, in the work demands factor, X2 (9, N = 445) 
= 24.15, p = .004, single and engaged or married participants continued the prior trends.   
Consistently, single participants were more likely to view these factors as having a 
positive effect on their social engagement while engaged/married participants reported the 
factors as having a challenging effect. Participants also reported the same factors, family 
demands and work demands, as influencing their engagement both academically and socially. 
Thus, this is an important area for institutions to plan for when serving the master’s student 
population.  
Research Question 3: How does an individual’s age influence how they report 
engagement? 
 The next research question aimed to determine if age influenced how master’s students 
report engagement. Table 10 depicts the overall perceptions of engagement by age group. The 
groupings were based on research regarding traditional and non-traditional students, and then to 
create approximately equal sized groups.  
 
Table 10 
Perceptions of Engagement - Age 
Population  Academically Engaged Socially Engaged Academic or Social 
  Yes No Yes No  
Age 
20-24 88.6% 11.4% 66.4% 33.6% Both 
25-30 92.7% 7.3% 55.4% 44.6% Both 
31-40 85.1% 14.9% 55.7% 44.3% Both 
41-61 84.5% 15.5% 35.8% 56.2% Academic 
 
All participant groups identified as academically engaged at a higher rate than socially 
engaged. The 20-30 year old population reported feeling academically engaged at a higher rate 
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than 31-61 year olds. However, 20-24 year olds reported feeling socially engaged higher than 
any other population. Overall, 41-61 year olds reported not feeling socially engaged. Also, unlike 
relationship status, one group did believe one form of engagement to be more significant than the 
other. Individuals within the 41-61 age group identified engagement as connected more to 
academic than social factors. This may be why so few identified as socially engaged. If 
engagement relates to academics rather than social factors, there is less need to become socially 
engaged.  
Within this population, three factors were statistically significant in regards to academic 
engagement. Once again, significance was determined using chi-square tests with an accepted 
significance of 0.05. Table 11 provides an overview of the relationship between age and the three 
factors.  
Table 11 
Impact of Age on Factors Influencing Academic Engagement 
Population Factors 
 Family Demands Academic Workload Work Demands 
Age 
20-24 Positive Positive Positive 
25-30 No Relationship No Relationship Positive 
31-40 Negative Negative Negative 
41-61 Negative No Relationship Negative 
 
The only statistically significant academic factors were family demands, X2 (9, N = 488) 
= 56.02, p = .000, academic workload, X2 (9, N = 524) = 20.15, p = .017, and work demands, X2 
(9, N = 506) = 29.20, p = .001. In regards to family demands, 20-24 year olds responded 
similarly to single participants in that they consistently identified factors as having a positive 
influence on their academic engagement. 31-40 year olds, on the other hand, reported family 
demands as having an incredibly negative influence on their academic engagement. 41-61 year 
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olds reported family demands as having a slightly negative influence on their academic 
engagement.   
Within the academic workload factor, 20-24 year olds again reported a positive 
relationship. However, 31-40 year olds expressed a somewhat negative relationship, rather than 
an outright negative relationship as they had with the previous factor. Similarly, 41-61 year olds 
also moved one point up the spectrum, reporting the factor as having a somewhat positive 
influence on their engagement. In regard to both family demands and academic workload, 25-30 
year olds did not report a significant relationship. This was different in the work demands 
category, as both 20-24 and 25-30 year olds reported the factor as positively influencing their 
academic engagement. Once again, 31-40 year olds reported the factor as having a negative 
influence while 41-61 year olds reported it as only somewhat negatively influencing their 
academic engagement.  
There were once again more statistically significant factors relating to social engagement. 
In this case, four of the factors were significant: family demands, X2 (9, N = 436) = 44.89, p 
= .000; living environment, X2 (9, N = 402) = 21.16, p = .012; uncertain of academic goals, X2 
(9, N = 226) = 17.31, p = .044; and work demands, X2 (9, N = 443) = 18.14, p = .034. 
Table 12 
Impact of Age on Factors Influencing Social Engagement 
Population Factors 
 Family 
Demands 
Living 
Environment 
Uncertain of 
Academic Goals 
Work Demands 
Age 
20-24 Positive No Relationship Negative Positive 
25-30 Positive No Relationship Positive No Relationship 
31-40 Negative Negative No Relationship No Relationship 
41-61 Negative Negative No Relationship Negative 
 
The 20-24 year old population reported a range of responses for how family demands 
influence their social engagement. A majority reported the factor as somewhat influencing their 
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engagement, either positively or negatively. However, there were slightly more responses on the 
positive side. 25-30 year olds reported a positive influence while 31-61 year olds reported a 
negative influence. This makes sense as a majority of the 20-24 year old participants do not have 
children, and the children of the 41-61 year olds are generally older, meaning they may require 
less time-intensive care.  
 Within living environment, the only populations that reported a relationship were the 31-
40 and 41-61 age groups. This was the only factor in which 20-24 year olds did not report a 
relationship. Participants aged 31-61 reported their living environment as having a negative 
influence on their social environment. This is a potential area for future research, as this study 
did not provide rationale for this finding. As with relationship status, there was a relationship 
between uncertainty of academic goals and the participant’s age. However, once again, there 
were also fewer responses to the question, meaning the question was deemed not applicable for a 
number of participants. This makes sense as graduate school is secondary to undergraduate 
education, so individuals have likely already determined their field of study. However, 20-24 
year olds were more likely to feel challenged by the uncertainty than 25-30 year olds who saw 
the uncertainty as positively influencing their social engagement. This also warrants further 
research as it was unexpected that uncertainty would serve as a positive influence for 
engagement.  
 Finally, work demands, once again, was found to have a relationship with the sub-
population. 20-24 year olds reported the factor to have a positive influence on their social 
engagement while 41-61 year olds reported a negative influence. Overall, there was consistency 
within the factors reported as having an influence on engagement, whether social or academic. 
Family demands and work demands were once again represented, as they were within 
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relationship status. However, academic workload, living environment, and uncertainty of 
academic goals were also included for specific engagements.  
Research Question 4: How does an individual’s family status influence how they report 
engagement? 
The final research question addresses family status, a mixture of relationship status and if 
the participant has (a) child(ren). Participants’ overall perceptions of engagement are listed in 
Table 13. 
Table 13 
Perceptions of Engagement – Family Status 
Population Academically Engaged Socially Engaged 
Academic 
or Social 
  Yes No Yes No  
Family 
Status 
Single, No Children 89.9% 10.1% 60.9% 39.1% Both 
Single Parent 82.4% 17.6% 47.1% 52.9% Both 
Single Expecting 100.0% 0.0% 83.3% 16.7% Both 
Married, No Children 87.8% 12.2% 53.8% 46.2% Both 
Married with 
Child(ren) 
87.4% 12.6% 46.9% 53.1% Academic 
Married and 
Expecting 
66.7% 33.3% 66.7% 33.3% Both 
 
As with previous sub-populations, individuals within this sub-population reported being 
academically engaged at a higher rate than socially engaged. The one exception was married and 
expecting who reported equal engagement between the two categories. As with age, one group 
reported not feeling socially engaged, those who identified as married with (a) child(ren). All 
participants within the single expecting population view themselves as academically engaged. 
Once again, a majority viewed engagement as connected to both academic and social factors. 
However, the married with (a) child(ren) population reported engagement as connected more 
highly to academic factors. Table 14 addresses the factors which influenced academic 
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engagement. As previously stated, statistically significant factors were found using the chi-
square test.  
Table 14 
Impact of Family Status on Factors Influencing Academic Engagement 
Population Factors 
 Family 
Demands 
Personal 
Relationships 
Work Demands 
Family 
Status 
Single, No Children Positive Positive Positive 
Single Parent Negative Negative Negative 
Single, Expecting No Relationship Positive Negative 
Committed, No 
Children 
No Relationship No Relationship No Relationship 
Committed, Child(ren) Negative No Relationship Negative 
 Committed, Expecting No Relationship No Relationship No Relationship 
 
Similar to the previous analyses, a relationship was found between family status and 
family demands in regards to academic engagement, X2 (15, N = 490) = 72.04, p = .000. Single 
individuals without children reported family demands as having a positive influence on their 
academic engagement, whereas single parents reported family demands to have a negative 
influence. Those in a committed relationship or married with children also reported family 
demands as a factor which negatively influences their academic engagement.  
Another relationship was evident regarding personal relationships and family status, X2 
(15, N = 486) = 31.39, p = .008. Single participants without children once again reported family 
demands as having a positive influence on their academic engagement, as did single participants 
who are expecting. Single parents; however, reported the factor as a challenge to their academic 
engagement.  Finally, work demands significantly differed depending on family status, X2 (15, N 
= 508) = 25.59, p = .043. Once again, single participants without a child reported the factor as 
positive for their engagement, while single parents reported the factor as a challenge. Those who 
identify as single and expecting found work demands to challenge their ability to become 
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academically engaged. Married or committed participants with children found work demands to 
be a challenge as well. The factors for social engagement are listed in Tables 15 and 16, due to 
space, and provided similar results. 
Table 15 
Impact of Family Status on Factors Influencing Social Engagement 
Population Factors 
 Family 
Demands 
Roommate 
Concerns 
Uncertain of Career 
Goals 
Family 
Status 
Single, No Children Positive Positive Positive 
Single Parent No Relationship No Relationship No Relationship 
Single, Expecting Positive Positive Positive 
Committed, No 
Children 
No Relationship No Relationship Negative 
Committed, Child(ren) Negative No Relationship No Relationship 
 Committed, Expecting No Relationship No Relationship No Relationship 
 
Table 16 
Impact of Family Status on Factors Influencing Social Engagement Cont. 
Population Factors 
 Living Environment Uncertain of Academic Goals 
Family 
Status 
Single, No Children Positive Positive 
Single Parent Negative Negative 
Single, Expecting Positive Positive 
Committed, No 
Children 
No Relationship No Relationship 
Committed, Child(ren) Negative Negative 
Committed, Expecting No Relationship No Relationship 
 
In regard to social engagement, there were many significant factors. Family demands and 
family status showed a strong relationship, X2 (20, N = 520) = 92.50, p = .000. As with academic 
engagement, single participants without children reported family demands as having a more 
positive influence on their social engagement than expected. Also as with academic engagement, 
those who identified as married or committed with children found family demands to be a 
challenge in becoming socially engaged.  
ENGAGING MASTER’S STUDENTS 47 
Another relationship existed between family status and roommate concerns, X2 (20, N = 
520) = 86.48, p = .000. It is important to note roommate concerns explicitly asked students to 
only respond if their roommates were not family members. As some participants either live alone 
or with family members, 63.1% reported the question as not applicable. Within the 
approximately 37% who did respond, single participants with no children and single parents 
were the only populations to report a positive relationship. All other populations reported no 
relationship. This makes sense as those with children were likely to have their children or family 
members as roommates, and thus the question was not applicable.   
Within the factor of uncertain of career goals, X2 (20, N = 520) = 46.41, p = .001, a 
majority of participants indicated the question as not applicable. Within applicable responses, 
single participants without children, or who were expecting, reported the factor as having a 
positive influence on their social engagement. Committed or married individuals with children 
reported the factor as having a negative influence.  
In the case of living environment, X2 (20, N = 520) = 43.84, p = .002 and uncertainty of 
academic goals, X2 (20, N = 520) = 46.15, p = .000, participants with children reported a 
negative relationship with their living environment while those who were single with no children 
or expecting reported a positive relationship. As with the prior research questions, family 
demands once again served as a significant factor for both academic and social engagement. 
Some factors appeared for the first or second time, such as roommate concerns or living 
environment.  
Summary 
Chapter IV provided an analysis of the four research questions which guided the study. 
Specifically, it addressed relationship status, age, and family status in relation to academic and 
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social factors and engagement. The study was able to provide data regarding factors which 
impact engagement, in turn, providing areas for institutions to focus on when working with the 
master’s student population. While some factors were unique to different sub-populations, others 
were found to consistently influence engagement. Family demands influenced academic and 
social engagement within every sub-population as well as the overall master’s student 
population. Work demands also influenced both academic and social engagement on a fairly 
regularly basis. Chapter V includes a discussion of the research, including limitations, future 
research recommendations, and implications for higher education institutions. 
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Chapter V 
Discussion 
This study aimed to build upon previous research of undergraduate and doctoral students 
to determine how master’s degree students report engagement. To provide the best care, 
institutions must understand the needs and unique perspectives of their student populations. 
While there is a wealth of knowledge regarding engagement of undergraduate populations 
through researchers such as Astin (1999), Tinto (1987), and Chickering and Gamson (1987), it 
has only been in recent years that research has occurred for other sub-populations of the student 
body.  
Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus (2011), as well as Lester, Leonard, and Mathias (2013), 
found differences in needs and perceptions of engagement within the commuter and transfer 
student population. However, these populations were once again related to the undergraduate 
population. In 2009, Gardner published theory on graduate students; however, while it was titled 
graduate students, it actually focused solely on doctoral students. This study aimed to fill in the 
knowledge gap by providing basic research as to how master’s students report engagement.  
Using a quantitative online survey, all master’s students from the participating institutions 
were asked to provide information regarding their perceptions of engagement and the factors 
which influence their engagement. A total of 571 students participated, equaling a 15% response 
rate. In addition to studying the master’s student population as a whole, the study also broke 
down the population by relationship status, age, and family status. Through this, distinct 
differences were found within the sub-populations, dictating a need for future research on other 
sub-populations. 
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Results 
Unlike Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus (2011) or Lester, Leonard, and Mathias (2013) who 
were able to conclusively determine whether commuter and transfer students define engagement 
academically or socially, this study was unable to do the same. Instead, the study provided 
examples of factors which students report as influencing their engagement, whether positively or 
negatively. Confirming prior research, master’s students showed family demands and work 
demands as consistently statistically significant factors regarding their engagement (Cohen & 
Greenberg, 2011 citing Jeffreys, 1998; Hyun, Quinn, Madon, & Lustig, 2006; Polson, 2003).  
Gardner and Barker’s (2015) views towards graduate students were also validated in the 
study. They correlated the low retention of graduate students to funding or financial concerns 
which were noted as a large factor for participants in the study. Participants also presented a 
continuous lack of knowledge of the resources or services available to them which reaffirmed 
Fogg (2009) and Mallinckrodt and Leong (2009)’s research. Students also reported feeling as 
though available services were not useful to them. This was either due to applicability, such as 
tutoring services not having tutors prepared to address graduate level coursework, or related to 
time constraints, such as the service only being available between 8 and 5, when that may be the 
same time the student is working.  
Overall, participants reported engagement as related to both academic and social factors. 
However, a major discrepancy existed between participants’ feelings of their own academic or 
social engagement. While 88.8% of participants felt academically engaged, only 56.3% felt 
socially engaged. Although there were differences in perceptions of their engagement, students 
reported family demands, relationship with faculty, non-family roommate concerns, uncertainty 
of career goals, personal relationships, size of campus, living environment, uncertainty of 
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academic goals, homesickness, class size, and work demands as having a similar influence on 
their academic and social engagement. The only exception, within studied factors, was academic 
workload which had a more neutral impact on academic engagement than on social engagement. 
This means that a factor which may be academic in nature, such as class size, also has an impact 
on how an individual reports their social engagement.  
Some populations consistently reported challenges to their ability to become engaged. 
These populations included single participants, 20-24 year olds, and single participants who 
either have no children or are expecting. These populations may not require the same level of 
individualized support as they are reporting fairly successful experiences. On the other hand, 
those who identify as engaged or married, 31-61 year olds, or those who have children reported 
more challenges in their engagement. Thus, these populations require additional support or 
resources to ease their ability to become engaged within their institution.  
From a research standpoint, as explained in the previous section, this study demonstrated 
the need for additional research on the population. Although graduate offices would benefit from 
using the data displayed in this study to inform their practices, they must remain cognizant that 
this study is not all-inclusive, and may not represent the views of all master’s students. The lack 
of inclusivity serves as one limitation of the study. However, these limitations, as well as the 
information learned through the study, provide recommendations for future studies to broaden 
the knowledge of this population. 
Limitations 
Through the process, limitations occurred. Although research exists for other student 
populations, this study served as one of the initial studies on the general master’s student 
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population. Thus, it could not hope to include all the sub-populations within the master’s 
population, meaning specific factors or needs are not reported.  
One of the major limitations was the inability to include all seven MnSCU universities. 
As not all seven MnSCU institutions participated in the survey, the results are not generalizable 
for the MnSCU system. One institution’s Institutional Review Board process required an 
American Disabilities Act (ADA) accessible version of the survey, which St. Cloud State 
University did not have a procedure for creating. This displays another limitation as some 
students may have been unable to participate in the survey due to accessibility challenges. 
Another institution had technical difficulties as they transitioned to a new data base system. The 
remaining institutions were unable to participate due to timing challenges. The inclusion of more 
institutions in future research would allow for institutional comparisons, providing an additional 
depth to the research.  
There were also discrepancies in the distribution of the survey. As one institution sent the 
survey to their own students early, and another institution submitted the students’ contact 
information after the dispersion date, each of the three institutions had a different amount of time 
to complete the survey. This may have influenced the number of participants from each 
institution. A recommendation would be to encourage all institutions to send out the survey to 
their own students, on a specific date. While sending it out as the researcher allowed for tracking 
of participation, providing the opportunity to send reminder emails only to those who had not 
participated, students may be more likely to respond to a request from a name they recognize, 
rather than one associated with Survey Monkey.  
In regard to the research questions, the largest limitation was the inability to determine 
hierarchical importance. None of the information collected was able to definitively state if the 
ENGAGING MASTER’S STUDENTS 53 
master’s student population, and the sub-populations studied, report engagement as academic or 
social based due to an inability to assign a hierarchical ranking of the factors. The study was able 
to determine which factors were reported as having a significant impact on students, but was 
unable to conclusively determine the level of impact the factor had. However, as this has served 
as the basis for research of other student populations, such as undergraduate, transfer, and 
commuter students, conclusive evidence would better allow for the comparison of the 
populations, and in turn, their needs.  
This study was exploratory at a basic level. There are a number of other sub-populations 
who may have unique needs or perspectives within the greater master student population. Due to 
the number of potential factors influencing engagement, further studies may benefit from a 
qualitative approach. Participants in the study shared a wealth of knowledge and insights relevant 
to their identities which researchers and institutions would benefit from continuing to study.  
Recommendations 
Recommendations based on this study echo those of Gardner and Barker (2014) in many 
ways. Similarly, there is a need for accessibility of services beyond normal hours, master’s 
student – specific financial aid, trainings for faculty, and an intentional integration of the students 
into the campus. Students consistently mentioned a lack of knowledge regarding available 
services and resources. One option would be the creation or integration of an introductory, 
interdisciplinary graduate studies course. Strain and Potter (2012) discussed this idea within 
solely the English studies field; however, it may prove beneficial at a larger scale. The course 
could be a hybrid option, with information as to a majority of the information regarding 
resources available online. For individuals able to come to campus, the one or two day physical 
class could serve as an orientation as well as an opportunity to prompt social engagement 
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between students outside of their academic cohort.  Other options include a graduate student 
orientation, emails, posters, classroom presentations, social media, or another promotional tool. 
Graduate offices may benefit from including a question on the admissions application asking 
how students prefer to be contacted.  
Within those who expressed a knowledge of resources or services, participants still 
expressed a lack of available or applicable services, especially for those attending school at a 
satellite campus. Specifically, participants viewed the services, especially tutoring, as exclusively 
useful for undergraduate students. They also viewed the service hours of university resources as 
inaccessible. Thus, universities would benefit from graduate specific resources, such as access to 
tutors with master’s or doctoral degrees, and through extended hours. If extended hours are not 
fiscally realistic, institutions could utilize other options, such as online modules or chats. In 
regards to the lack of resources available at satellite campuses, institutions must become creative. 
For example, institutions can integrate technological connections, such as Skype, to help students 
in speaking with a tutor or academic advisor. Another option would be to schedule staff members 
to spend one or two days a week at the satellite campus if hiring additional staff is not realistic.  
In addition, a majority of participants were working while pursuing their education. 
Students also listed finances as the largest factor to negatively influence their engagement in the 
open-ended questions. Conversely, they said free, and applicable, events would positively 
increase their engagement. While this may be challenging in a time of budget constraints, 
graduate offices would benefit from finding tools to decrease costs for master’s students, whether 
it is through scholarships or free programming. Another option is the integration of massive open 
online courses (MOOCs) if they do not already exist at the institution. While these are free or 
less expensive than traditional courses, the integration of this tool requires additional research as 
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to how to engage students within this population, especially as research on the demographics and 
motivation of the population remains limited (Dillahunt, Wang, & Teasley, 2014).  
This study showed that, with the exception of 41-61 year olds and those married with 
children, engagement is viewed as relative to both social and academic factors. At many 
institutions throughout the country, academic and student affairs are two different areas of the 
university. However, this research showed that even if one area is strong, if the other is not, 
views of engagement are influenced. For this reason, institutions must be cognizant and 
intentional about creating a strong holistic experience, which likely involves the two areas 
working together rather than in silos.  
Another factor consistently mentioned and demonstrated significant related to faculty 
interaction and academic demands. While graduate studies departments may not be able to 
directly influence how faculty engage with students, they can share resources such as Barkley’s 
(2010) book, Student Engagement Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty. In her book, she 
addresses student motivation, engagement, active learning, and suggestions for developing 
strength in these areas. 
Finally, institutions would benefit from providing additional attention to those who are 
either engaged or married, 31-61 years old, or have children. This does not mean those without 
these identities are not in need of support; however, these populations showed continual 
challenges influencing their ability to become engaged, both academically and socially. 
Consistently, these populations expressed challenges relating to work demands, academic 
workload, and family demands. Institutions must be intentional in providing flexible options to 
accommodate these factors. For example, when students were asked to self-report additional 
factors which influence their engagement, flexibility of services and course offerings were 
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consistently mentioned. Specifically, students noted the ability to take courses online or through 
a hybrid model, classes available at differing times in the day or week, and flexibility in course 
choices or assignments. Institutions may also be able to assist those with children through the use 
of scholarships or childcare options during class or school activities. In addition to showcasing a 
need for specialized attention and services, the results also show the need for future studies on 
the population.  
Future Studies 
This study provided framework as to the considerations of master’s student engagement. 
However, universities would benefit from the conducting of additional studies. The repetition of 
the study, with differing institutions, can provide cross-validation of the results, or may prove the 
results applicable only to students at these institutions. It would also be beneficial to study 
different demographics of the population at a greater level. For example, students of color, 
international students, and students who received their undergraduate degree from an institution 
different from their master’s may all have different views in regards to engagement.  
Future studies could also more strongly mirror the research done on undergraduate, 
commuter, transfer, and doctoral students. This study took general questions from each of these 
areas; however, through the use of a standardized study, the populations could be compared at a 
more effective level. The standardized study may benefit from a qualitative structure. Although 
the quantitative nature of this study allowed for simplistic disbursement and response, 
increasingly detailed data came from the open-ended questions posed to participants. A 
qualitative study would also better allow for follow-up, such as in the explanation of 
unanticipated results.  
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Based on the study, there are two other areas for future research due to unanticipated 
results. First, within the 31-61 year group, individuals reported living environment as having 
negative influence on their social engagement. Second, 25-30 year olds viewed the uncertainty of 
academic goals to have a positive influence on their social engagement. Neither of these were 
founded in either this study or in other research on the topic. Thus, additional research could 
provide a deeper understanding of these unanticipated results.  
Another area for future research relates to online learning. Students taking courses online 
may be in a different state or country than the university they are studying through. Their views 
of engagement, as well as their needs and applicable resources may differ as well. However, 
some resources may be similar to distance learners, or those on satellite campuses.  
Summary 
This study aimed to determine how master’s students report engagement. As an 
exploratory study, it served its purpose of providing introductory information that can be 
expanded upon in future research. Overall, master’s students have shown the need for additional 
resources and recognition of their unique needs compared to the undergraduate population. As 
the nation displays an increased demand for master’s degree students, and as more students 
enroll in master’s programs, institutions have to ensure they are adequately prepared to support 
this population. Through data from this study, as well as the completion of future studies, 
institutions can better understand how master’s students report engagement and how to respond 
to factors that negatively influence student engagement.   
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Table 17: 
Master’s Degree Awards by MnSCU Institution  
 Bemidji 
State 
University 
Metropolitan 
State 
University 
Minnesota 
State 
University, 
Moorhead 
Minnesota 
State 
University, 
Mankato 
Southwest 
Minnesota 
State 
University 
St. Cloud 
State 
University 
Winona 
State 
University 
        
Science (MS) X X X X X X X 
Advanced Dental 
Therapy 
(MSADT) 
 X      
Arts (MA) X X X X X X X 
Arts in Teaching 
(MAT) 
X   X    
Business 
Administration 
(MBA) 
X X X X X X  
Music (MM)    X    
Education 
(MED)/(MSPED) 
X       
Engineering 
Management 
(MEM/ EMEM) 
     X  
Fine Arts (MFA)    X    
Healthcare 
Administration 
(MHA) 
  X     
Management 
Information 
Systems (MMIS) 
 X      
Professional 
Science (PSM) 
   X    
Public 
Administration 
(MPA) 
 X  X  X  
Public and Non-
Profit 
Administration 
(MPNA) 
 X      
Science Nursing 
(MSN) 
 X      
Social Work 
(MSW) 
   X  X  
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APPENDIX C 
IRB Approval 
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